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After the taking of Granada in 1492, many Christians decided to settle in the city. However, the Christian 
palaces of late 15th century Spain were quite spacious as compared to the relatively confined domestic spa-
ces typically occupied by the Muslims and Moriscos of Granada at that time. This obliged the newly-arri-
ved Christians to acquire two or more adjacent Muslim houses, which when demolished could provide 
them with a large enough plot to build a new house. Alternatively, if they decided not to knock them 
down, the spaces could be redesigned and redistributed so as to adapt the Muslim houses to the Christian 
Renaissance lifestyle.

In the same way, when King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, the Reyes Católicos, shared out the Alhambra 
amongst their knights and royal servants, they also had to reserve two Muslim palaces (and a little extra) 
for themselves to enable them to establish their royal residence there. This explains why they joined the 
Palace of Comares or Palace of the Throne, which logically corresponded to the King, to the adjacent 
palace-garden, now known as the Palace of the Lions, as a form of extension to the Palace of Comares with 
plenty of additional space.

Little by little, the area around these palaces was developed and their internal layout also underwent so many 
changes that by the time, in the 18th century, they tried to ascertain what these palaces had actually looked 
like in the Muslim era, they were unable to do so. The medieval features that were still identifiable at that 
time did not allow them to reconstruct, even theoretically, the original layout. It was impossible for them to 
correctly establish the extent or the outline of the palaces, or the urban development around them, and the 
layout of the interior spaces and their respective functions was even more difficult to identify.

On the basis of evidence that was correct albeit confused by the alterations, and with a  large dose of imagi-
nation shaped more by the tastes of the period, than by Muslim criteria, they dreamed up for the Palace of 
the Alhambra a Muslim Palace floor plan which had a strange neoclassical regularity, in terms of both its 
outline and the symmetrical layout of the courtyards around a supposed central axis. Although this highly 
unusual design was abandoned soon afterwards, they remained unaware of the existence of two separate, 
quite different Muslim palaces, the Palace of Comares and the Palace of the Lions. The two palaces conti-
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nued to be lumped together in the new Christian Palace or Royal House, which was believed to have been 
a single Muslim Palace, distributed in three functional units: Mexuar, Serrallo and Harem. This layout was 
based on the structure of Muslim palace life, to which the buildings did not in fact completely adapt, and 
which an analysis of the monument would have considered unacceptable.

At the beginning of the 20th century, a plan of the Royal House was uncovered. Drafted in the 16th 
century, this plan enabled the architects Cendoya and Torres Balbás to excavate the entrance to the Palace 
of Comares, enthroned in a place with all the trappings of power. The Plan also specified the original 
entrance to the Palace of the Lions, opened in an elbow shape from the Calle Real Baja, as well as other 
interesting details about the Palaces. Later, the cleaning away of rubble and the associated restoration of 
parts of the medieval urban fabric, and in particular the street running around the grounds of the Alham-
bra, allowed them to review the possible ways of accessing the woodstores for the Bath of the Palace of 
Comares. They realized that the woodmen must have used a street that came up from the street running 
around the Alhambra. This street once ran between the courtyards of La Reja and Lindaraja and was lined 
on either side by the thick outside walls of the Palace of Comares and the Palace of the Lions. In this way 
the street marked out the respective outer limits of the two palaces and proved that they were separate.

Summary explorations of the subsoil of the Garden of Lindaraja have enabled us to deduce the mediaeval 
layout of the garden spanning the area between the Balcony of Lindaraja and the Queen’s Dressing-Room. 
They also showed that the garden extended, at a lower level than the garden in the Court of the Lions, 
right out to the Alhambra’s thick outer walls. This lower garden was lost when the Rooms of Charles V, 
later occupied by Washington Irving, were built on top of it.

Evidence of the difference between and separate nature of the two palaces also includes the old story of 
the Moorish Queen being moved to the Palace of the Lions so as to distance her from Isabel de Solís, who 
remained in the Palace of Comares, or the fact that they were constructed at different times in history, with 
different building programmes and during different reigns, or the study of the mismatch that still exists 
between the plan of the roofs and the plan of the buildings of the palaces.

The particular characteristics of the Palace of Comares show that it was an urban palace for high-level po-
litical and administrative representation organized as a succession of rooms ascending towards the throne 
at the back of the Hall of the Ambassadors. The Palace of the Lions had a different function and therefore 
a different layout. It was a residential palace or palace-garden. It is laid out much like our best traditional 
cármenes [typical Granada house with garden], descending from the entrance to the edge of the plot in 
stepped terraces that open onto the landscape, in this case towards the valley of the river Darro, from 
Valparaiso to the Vega.

Despite all this, some guidebooks still present the Royal House as a single Muslim palace with Mexuar, 
Serrallo and Harem, in spite of the fact that the Alhambra is now much better known and that, as early 
as 1954, Marçais  speculated that the Royal House of the Alhambra was two separate Muslim palaces or 
cuartos, to use the  16th century expression,  created successively by Yusuf I and Muhammad V, an opinion 
that was later confirmed, as mentioned earlier. In any case, as Marçais himself pointed out, as well as being 
worthy of our admiration for so many different reasons, the Alhambra also offers us numerous lessons of 
a very varied nature.

56	 III. MUSLIM ART
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